gress in their careers regardless of gender. Moreover, more equal employment opportunities and better access to the labour market for women have been identifi ed as key dimensions for achieving inclusive growth and a sustainable social system in Europe, especially in light of the continent's ageing population. 1 Numerous international studies agree that a decrease in gender inequality in the labour market can lead to substantial macroeconomic gains. 2 In this regard, recent and timely evidence from Eurofound shows that the economic loss due to the existence of a gender employment gap in Europe amounted to more than €370 billion in 2013, corresponding to 2.8% of EU GDP. 3 Around €324 billion of this amount represents the earnings losses and missing welfare contributions to the economy due to women's exclusion from employment, while the remaining €46 billion corresponds to the public fi nance transfers and welfare state benefi ts received by non-working women. Great heterogeneity among EU countries is clearly visible (see Figure 2 ): Malta pays the highest bill, with a loss equal to 8.2% of GDP, followed by Italy (5.7%) and Greece (5.0%); Sweden and Lithuania are at the other extreme, with losses of less than 1.5% of GDP.
Yet, since closing the gender employment gap entirely is only a theoretical assumption, it would be remiss to consider an increase in women's participation in employment without taking into account their willingness to work. Because women have the freedom to choose whether to seek employment or not, more conservative estimates of the total cost to the economy are provided in the Eurofound study by considering the labour market participation of only those women who are currently inactive in the labour market but who are willing to work. According to these estimates, the economic burden of the gender Despite signifi cant progress in reducing gender inequalities in the labour market over the last several decades, gender gaps in employment rates still persist, and women continue to be consistently overrepresented in low-paid sectors as well as in part-time and temporary jobs. And while a long-term convergence in employment opportunities seems to be underway -setting aside for now considerations on employment quality and conditions -it is worth noting that recent improvements were mainly driven by a relative worsening of the male employment rate due to considerable job losses in male-dominated sectors during the economic crisis. Recent data shows that the gender employment gap, defi ned here as the difference between the employment rates of men and women aged 15-64, stood at 10.4 percentage points in 2015while men had an employment rate of 70.8%, the fi gure for women was just 60.4%. To put it bluntly, this differential corresponds to 17 million women, which is roughly the entire population of the Netherlands. Yet average fi gures mask a great heterogeneity among EU countries: Italy, Greece and Malta are amongst the worst-performing member states, while Scandinavian and Baltic countries provide more gender-balanced employment opportunities (see Figure 1 ). This picture not only presents differences in the structure of the labour market and composition of the labour force, but also refl ects the diversity in terms of national institutional set-ups, policy regimes and cultural values, which are known to have signifi cant effects on women's participation in the labour market. This paper will fi rstly investigate the economic and the social costs associated with the observed gender employment gap. It will then discuss key aspects of the needed policy responses to foster and promote labour market participation among women.
Economic and social costs
Equal participation in society and equality of opportunity are fundamental common values that we share in Europe. It follows that all members of society should have the same chances to improve their lives and make pro-DOI: 10.1007/s10272-017-0638-y Forum signifi cantly to a more positive perception of women's lives, higher levels of social inclusion and economic security, and greater empowerment. 7 Hence, closing the gender employment gap should be considered an urgent economic and social objective by policymakers. Narrowing the gap would help to achieve full progress in our society by giving opportunities to all and to ensure freedom of choice with regard to participation in the labour market.
Promoting gender equality in Europe
Closing the gender employment gap is a central topic in the European policy debate, and several broad policy measures have been proposed and implemented at the European level in order to foster equality between women and men in the labour market. Equality between women and men has been one of the European Union's founding values since 1957, when the principle of equal pay for equal work was enshrined in the Treaty of Rome. Increasing the participation of women in the labour market is crucial to meeting the Europe 2020 target of an overall employment rate of at least 75% by 2020 as well as to achieving inclusive growth and decreasing the risk of social exclusion and poverty among women. 8 The impor- Furthermore, a greater gender balance in employment opportunities not only leads to potential economic gains; it also has signifi cant broader effects on the well-being of women and the quality of our society. In contemporary societies, paid employment represents "the entrance ticket" to the consumption of goods and services, and at the same time infl uences an individual's skills, abilities, social standing and well-being. In this regard, existing literature shows that employment affects well-being not only in relation to income or fi nancial rewards, but also through its psychosocial benefi ts, 5 providing, for instance, a sense of belonging, an identity, a social status, a source of self-esteem, autonomy and satisfaction, as well as networks of social contacts and support. 6 An analysis of Eurofound's European Quality of Life Survey confi rms that in addition to the importance of work in providing income to prevent poverty and deprivation, work also contributes < 5% 5% -10% 10% -15% >15% < 1.5% 1.5% -2.5% 2.5% -3.5% 3.5% -4.5% >4.5%
